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Looking Beyond:
Changes for Climate Change, Changes for Development
Dr. Gerald Schmidt1
Abstract
In the climate debate, there is a stalemate when the discussion revolves around other's
responsibility based on historical emissions and present (un)willingness to participate in
international treaties justified by a necessary focus on development on the one side, and an
unwillingness to act if the others do not also do so, based on concern about economic
competitiveness, on the other side. The problem arises from a view that sees it as a basic
necessity to first develop, get rich enough, and then clean up, as suggested in Kuznet's Curve,
and about relative costs of alternative energy and production, respectively. Looking towards
the future, considering the changes necessary for prevention of further climate change and/or
of adaptation, and the necessities for development that truly improves people's lives and the
future economic outlook (e.g. in a more resource-constrained world), however, there is
definite common ground. Recently, such ideas received a boost through the argument that
"green jobs" were an excellent impulse for revitalizing the US (and other) economies. Taking
the view further, either climate change or the effect of "peak oil" (or both) will require new
strategies as well: approaches more focused on human well-being and long-term economic
and ecological functioning than short-term profits. For those strategies, it will be necessary to
have government and popular support, but also possible to build support in both
industrialized and developing countries, as they offer a win-win situation. This paper will
present the ethical and practical considerations for such a "positive ecological" approach to
climate change that goes beyond the stalemate to suggestions for cooperation based on
common interests in security, environmental health, and further economic development.
Introduction
Environmental change has always been a part of the human experience. Humans did not have
the capability to change more than regional environments, over longer periods of time, and
did not usually know much of it in a conscious, reflective way, however. The way humanity
survived was simply because the people migrated or because a reduced population got
through collapse. Adaptation often took the form of religious or similarly irrational responses,
such as the European witch hunts which flared up during the peaks of the Little Ice Age (cp.
Behringer 1999). Now, for the first time, humanity is responsible for change on a global
scale, of the very climate of Earth, knows about it, and probably faces a danger to
civilization. Since the beginning of industrialization, the concentration of atmospheric carbon
has risen from 280 ppm to 360 ppm. Much is being done to analyze the state of the matter
and to model likely futures, to predict what will happen. It is quite clear, however, that there
has to be large uncertainty. After all, we are dealing with the future, and with the highly
complex system of the Earth's atmosphere. One impact of climate change that is to be seen
already is this: the need to reduce emissions in order to mitigate (further) change is
recognized internationally, but its most important implication seems to be that it threatens
economic growth. The main question, therefore, has become how to deal, and maybe even
more importantly, how to garner enough support for the necessary measures. Unfortunately,
this impact is a symptom of the underlying problem rather than a sign of progress. When
climate change is discussed only as an environmental issue, the separation between human
affairs such as economics and Earth's ecological functioning remains unquestioned.
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Economic costs of measures aimed at reducing emissions stand on one side along with the
threat to development and/or affluence, on the other side stands the counterweight of
potential environmental change and associated danger. Issues of culture and of ecology, let
alone their relationship, are hidden and take a backseat to more apparent political wrangling
over the formulation and targets of treaties. Considering such undercurrents opens up
possibilities, however. It may be a boon to science, which still needs further integration
between different disciplines rather than ever closer – and oftentimes myopic – looks at ever
more specialized sub-fields. It may be a way to change from taking economic growth as the
only indicator of development, progress, and well-being to realizing that there is more
diversity than this measure, and these concepts, imply. And ultimately, the connection
between ecology and human life is the major question of our times. The issue is not just
climate change, certainly not emission reductions, it is coming to understand and work with
the fact that human life is dependent on and an integral part of the ecological processes of life
on Earth, and at a point where we need to realize that there is no other way than to work with,
rather than against, these processes if humanity is to survive in decent conditions and to make
further progress. There are bad news and good in this: looking towards ecology, the challenge
is even greater than emissions reduction; but considering the connection between ecology and
human needs, in the end, there are possibilities for breaking the stalemate and realizing winwin-situations.
Diplomatic Chess
Government action, stipulated in international treaties, is afforded great importance in the
fight against climate change. Presently, on the road to a follow-up accord to the Kyoto
protocol, climate talks seem to be entering a new stage. There are signs that countries which
were formerly reluctant to participate meaningfully, such as the USA and China, are open to
dialogue.
Still, many arguments put forward follow a well-established pattern: In 1992, at the
United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, then-president of the USA
George H. W. Bush declined involvement, declaring that "the American way of life is not up
for negotiation." Whether it meant comparative affluence or chances for "making it," it
resonated with a large part of the population even while the environmental movement is a
strong actor on the American political scene. With the current president Barack Obama, a
new willingness to participate in multilateral agreements in general, and treaties to combat
global climate change in particular, is to be found. A cap-and-trade scheme, for example, is
making its way through the political process and actually seems to have chances of being
passed into law. Yet, the recession presently seems more effective in reducing emissions than
other measures (emissions from fuel burning in the USA, according to the DOE, are down
2.8%, electricity generation in China is also down, according to Richard K. Morse and Gang
He at the Program on Energy and Sustainable Development of Stanford University); and
getting back to high levels of consumption is the main "solution" to the recession that is being
proposed. The cap and trade mechanism has good chances because it is politically feasible,
allowing for emission permits to be handed out. At the same time, there are initiatives
towards "green-collar jobs" as ideal revitalization of the economy, alternative energy and a
smart grid as necessary preconditions for future growth, and even to re-interpreting the very
"American Dream." Not least – and this may have become a strong current (at least of
popular imagination) – the recession has led to a rediscovery of such qualities as thrift and
resourcefulness as prototypical American traits. Recession or not, economic competitiveness
has been a main driver of US standing and diplomacy; the American Dream is mainly one of
individual economic success. In domestic politics, participation in international treaties can
only garner enough support if other countries (read: economic competitors) also take part.
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American lifestyles are highly consumptive, using much more energy than Europeans living
in similar affluence. So, they could be changed to reduce consumption, reduce carbon
emissions, without losses in quality of life. Still, the political necessity of presenting that
there will not be a negative impact only on the US whereas others don’t have to act or even
to participate in international treaties has to be taken into consideration. (Even if it is ironic,
considering the actions of the last administration, that the USA should be so focused on a
kind of multilateralism in this regard.) As the greatest rising competitor, China plays the key
role in this matter. As long as China does not accept to overall emissions reductions, the
argument is that whatever reduction the US achieved would be negated by the emissions from
China, plus have a negative effect on the US economy. Therefore, a new climate change
treaty without China accepting emissions reductions would not have a viable chance of being
accepted by Congress.
China has also been signaling openness to participating in international treaties, but is
similarly concerned about any measures' effect on economic growth. Therefore, a contractual
obligation to achieve a reduction in carbon emissions has so far been resisted. In China, it is
still (taken as) a matter of course that economic growth is equivalent to development. The
poverty rate was, thanks to this kind of development, reduced from 64% in 1978 to 10% in
2004. By many measures, it is still a third-world country, however. Therefore, the focus on
further development is understandable. On the other hand, its rapid economic growth has led
China to become the largest emitter of CO2 (as well as the third-largest national economy) in
the world, and therefore it is argued that it should take its responsibility. Two aggravations
are in play, however: For one, the argument of responsibility is used in such a way that it
evokes images of China's weakness opposite Western powers; a very sensitive issue. China is
asked to take measures. These may be seen to be commensurate with its standing at a general
level, it may even be good for the country ultimately. Yet, it is conveniently overlooked that
per capita emissions in China are still far lower than those of Europe, let alone the USA,
some 15% of emissions are caused producing goods for other countries (Guan et al. 2009),
and the standard of living is still sharply lower. Taking a theoretical, absolute, global fairness
– equal rights to equal emissions for every human being – as measure, it is easily seen that
the citizens of industrialized countries, and particularly the USA, would have to reduce their
emissions greatly whereas citizens of developing countries such as China have a right to
higher emissions. From the Chinese side, it is also argued that the higher Western standard of
living was achieved using cheap fossil fuels and causing by far the greatest share of the
increase in greenhouse gases in the process, taking this as basis of a call to industrialized
countries for shouldering their historical responsibility for climate change. By and large just
asking for China to develop differently while the developed countries themselves, in spite of
their advanced economies and affluence, have a hard time changing is – understandably – not
taken as the equal partnership that the international treaties (and negotiations) seem to imply.
Still, it might seem as if things were going reasonably well, considering that there are
moves towards a successor treaty to Kyoto in which the USA as well as China will
participate, even though this is such a complicated issue. To break through such stalemates
and truly tackle the problem requires a deeper look and could profit from an approach
founded on realities, however.
Failures of Understanding
In fact, climate change is an even more complicated matter, and the complication starts with
the focus being on the wrong approach: The approach that has become accepted as seemingly
obvious measure is the reduction of emissions. It is what is politically feasible to get into
treaties, the best that can be done now. However, taking atmospheric concentration of carbon
prior to industrialization as yardstick, we have surpassed levels which are probably safe and
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would need to, at the very least, halt carbon emissions. Therefore, either carbon sequestration
and storage would have to be implemented or alternative energy would have to replace fossil
fuel use. This is still misunderstanding the facts, however, as fossil fuels are also at the base
of many plastics, and even the food produced by industrial agriculture. In this regard, we are
experiencing a fundamental misunderstanding of reality.
As E. O. Wilson pointed out In "Consilience" (1998), economics is not really based
on a view of the real world which would be clear about the economy being but a subsystem
of Earth's ecology rather than the environment being an afterthought to economics.
"Virtualism" (Carrier & Miller 1998) went even farther in this regard, arguing that economics
had become less of a scientific attempt at understanding the world rather than a model of
how the world should be and to which it is meant to eventually be made to conform. The idea
was not only that the market knew best, but even seemed to be that human beings who did
not act like the economists' model homo economicus were not being rational, not being as
they should be. The present recession has brought into the mainstream the critique of
(neoliberal) capitalism that was, not so long ago, the domain of only a few discontents; the
hike in crude oil prices up to nearly 140 dollars a barrel had similarly given sudden credence
to the observation of peak oil. Still, mainstream economics continues to measure the wealth
of nations and seemingly even the happiness of their people through GDP. No matter how
incomes are distributed among people, no matter how much negative impact economic
processes have on the environment and the people or, for that matter, how much cultural and
biological diversity a country has, they are not counted. It only gets worse because economic
growth is given the highest importance whereas environmental protection including climate
change is seen as a comparative luxury. However, there is also the perspective that the poor
depend even more strongly on the health of the soil, air, and water of their immediate
surroundings than the better-off; and ecosystem services can be replaced by technology only
to some extent and at high cost. These shortcomings are well recognized in the circles of
ecological economists, for example. Yet, as Wilson also explains, economics still holds such
great importance because politicians can only turn to its practitioners if they want to find
ideas for growth and the jobs and decent standard of living which economic growth is seen to
imply. Thus, issues like this are most useful in illustrating the failure of environmental
communication's focus on apocalyptic warnings to also understand (a) fundamental reality, in
this case of psychology and diplomacy.
Environmentalism not only fails to provide any such input. It has developed an
unfortunate tendency to revel in dire warnings. As a result, as early as the 1970s, Wiebe
(1973) pointed out that people were getting overwhelmed by the tide of information on
environmental problems which they could do very little about, resulting in a feeling of "wellinformed futility." With climate change, this problem has only become worse: first of all, it is
an issue that is commonly misunderstood. Journalists' reporting on climate change changes
with the weather (Shanahan 2000); scientific models predicting the likelihood and extent of
potential problems such as sea-level rise get mixed in with fictitious renderings á la "The Day
after Tomorrow." And eventually, the cause of the problem are just normal ways of life. In
fact, it is normal ways of life for the comparatively affluent people in industrialized countries,
and decent standards of living which are the aim of development in underdeveloped
countries. Thus, even while it is well understood that the world cannot follow in the footsteps
of Americans not just because of concerns over climate change, but because achieving such a
lifestyle for everyone would require more resources than our one planet Earth has to offer,
there are few alternative and promising ideas and examples of how to live better lives in the
mainstream. This way, the main motivation to do anything against climate change is the
prevention of possible future problems which may or may not occur, through measures that
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are (seemingly) certain to be deleterious to development, standards of living, and economic
standing of nations.
At the root of both the diplomatic stalemate and the lack of radical measures is the
fear that economic growth would be negatively affected by (strong) measures to combat
climate change. The recession is making steps such as the procurement of venture capital for
alternative energy even more difficult, and government support as part of stimulus packages
is not as strong as it could have been. At the same time, as pointed out above, there are hopes
that a greening of the economy would provide impulses to the economy as well as put it onto
more stable footing. These are promising developments, but it behooves science to look
deeper, both at the miasma of possible futures, and at the hard facts of human life. One
approach that has largely been overlooked but is receiving increasing attention is to focus,
simply put, on reality: the ecological functioning is the basis of life on earth, economics but a
subsystem of ecology and human life. This is a lesson that, in many regards, still needs to be
learned by economists and politicians alike. Yet, if people and governments are to be
motivated to do something about the mismatches between economics – simply put, life – and
its ecological underpinnings, then it is not enough to present ever more images of
environmental apocalypse, whether they come from science with the best of intentions or
environmental activists with the strongest of agendas. Rather, the suggested actions must be
meaningful in the context of human needs and political necessities. Increasingly, they must
also present hopeful prospects in the face of uncertain futures.
Futures, Needs, Necessities
It seems to be too much of a matter of course, so it is not usually mentioned. Still, just why
climate change is such a peculiarly difficult issue is easily explained considering that two of
the most complex systems interact here: climate and human society. Many if not most of the
mechanisms at work in both the Earth system and human minds and societies are only poorly
understood. "It depends" oftentimes seems to be the only law of human nature; past climates
can be inferred rather well, but models of future climate are necessarily imperfect. And as
Niels Bohr reportedly pointed out, predictions are notoriously difficult, especially about the
future. At the same time, however, our understanding of the basics of both is good enough for
practical matters.
At present, the future is looking rather bleak. Most projections of climate change
point to increasing extreme weather events, sea level rise, declining glaciers resulting in
decreased river flow, changing (or even collapsing) ecosystems and associated species loss,
food scarcity, and more. The more we know, the more dire the projections have become. And
the less people seem to listen, the more apocalyptic the reports and campaign statements have
turned. However, the strength of the apocalyptic visions hides an opportunity for
environmental communication, the possibility that there are multiply functional solutions
which will serve different ends at once. There are many such opportunities, however.
In the arena of alternative energies, for example, the main discussion centers around
the relative costs of different kinds of energy production. The accounting is that which has
been established through times in which cheap oil was the normality, however, and there is a
range of externalities – not the least of which are the costs of climate change – which are not
figured into current prices. Therefore, the discussion of cost is flawed. One does have to live
with this skewed pricing for the near future, but there are other aspects to consider. Higher
gas mileage of automobiles, higher efficiency of municipal and industrial energy use, for
example, are not just measures to help with the reduction of emissions as a part of climate
change treaty measures. They also reduce air pollution, can reduce costs, and provide an
impetus to create better, more competitive, technologies and products. This is particularly
interesting as the "multiply functionality" of such solutions extends to different possible
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futures. In the case of energy, for example, it works both towards climate change mitigation,
as (pre-)adaptation to a world changed by climate change and/or peak oil, and is a factor in
the international security landscape (more on this below).
Popular (scientific) writings have given a lot of attention to the convergence of
catastrophes (e.g. Kunstler 2005) and recent developments impacting on the future (e.g. Klare
2002, Heinberg 2005): climate change in its many (potential) manifestations, peak oil,
continuing population growth, ongoing environmental destruction. It may be a sign of
humanity's growing up that the naïve techno-utopias of the 1950's have all but disappeared,
but some remnants of techno-optimism are still to be found. Not least, they surface with the
argument that there were no need for measures against climate change at present because we
would invent technologies to protect if and when they became necessary (and currently
proposed measures against climate change would be costly and used money which could be
allocated better). Positive visions of the future do also exist (e.g. "Re-Localization" or the
Venus Project). They have a tendency to be either naively bucolic in their assumption that
people would return to the land, be happy, and produce enough, seemingly forgetting about
the wish for trade and the mismatch between population sizes and regional carrying
capacities. Or, in their desire to present an ideal future, the vision would need ideal people,
too, who serve their roles with little of the messiness – in other words, creative diversity –
that is to be found in reality. It takes a similarly messy – creative, diverse – range of
opportunities as the future, in spite of all the predictions and models, is still open, and both it
and people are going to continue to be diverse, requiring and wanting different ways of life,
dependent on the individual and local (social, political, cultural as well as ecological)
circumstances.
Potential measures not just against climate change but also for a promising future
would also be "multiply desirable choices" (Kaplan 2000). That is, in serving different ends,
they also serve different needs or are desirable for different groups of stakeholders for
different reasons. As complicated as human behavior can be, human needs and desires are
universal. We seek satisfaction of our basic needs, and some satisfaction of our desires. These
range from the well-recognized basic needs such as food and shelter, by way of security, to a
need for a feeling of self-determination, i.e. a measure of control about one's life. Action to
prevent problems is a human capability, but problematic even when the choices are relatively
clear (witness the debts which are oftentimes run up on credit cards). More commonly, action
will be taken to overcome problems as they arise. Climate change is a faraway issue that is
still hard to grasp in any meaningful way, so more likely to be avoided than taken on if the
arguments are only for future problems. Therefore it is necessary to show how climate
change is not just about the future climate, the economy, or similarly abstract and far-away
concerns, but about nation's standing, development, the satisfaction of human needs and life
chances in the present and (near) future. The more this can also be made to be experienced
and told as a good story, rather than remain abstract, the better the chances of garnering
support for measures.
Environmental Health: The Case of Food
Health is not just the absence of disease in a person. First of all, it is defined as a more
encompassing feeling of well-being, and it is intimately related with the condition of the
environment. Good health depends, for example, on the absence of harmful pollutants. As
ecosystem health, one can also talk about the "stable" state of ecosystems – i.e., the normal
conditions and range of change within which the ecosystem is resilient against changes such
as those of climatic variability and continues to function. Putting humans at the center, food
is the ideal illustration of the complex relationships between factors of ecology, including the
impact of climate change, and human ways of life and how they impact the Earth system.
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Food is also an ideal case for how present economics and policy tend to overlook ecological
and cultural relationships through which change would be good for "people and planet." It
also shows how environmental activism tends to overlook chances for motivating by
speaking to human needs and desires. And of course, food is one of the most basic needs, as
well as one of the greatest pleasures – but increasingly, with the "obesity epidemic" and
concerns over food scarcity, also a major cause of concern.
What governments need to consider are food security and public health; people want
enough and preferably enjoyable food. The usual argument is that the market should be
allowed to do its working, but agriculture is one of the most "un-free" markets, heavily
influenced by subsidies. This, at least, is well recognized even if it does not look as if deep
change is to be expected. Policies designed to keep at least some food production in place and
internationally competitive work against that. Moreover, it is argued that a still-growing
world population meant that food production would have to be further intensified, and that
only industrial agriculture could provide enough. It has not only been shown that
organic/sustainable agriculture can produce similar output, e.g. through Rodale's Farming
Systems Trials (Pimentel et al. 2005), however. Improved agricultural practices could also
recapture at least 50% of the carbon that has been lost from soils while enhancing food
security (Lal 2004). One also sees that the single-minded focus on productivity, achieved
through input of irrigation water if necessary, fertilizer and pesticides for certain, comes at a
high social and environmental cost whereas there could be a "real green revolution" that is
better for farmers and environments (Parrot & Marsden 2002). It is too simple to vilify the
green revolution, however. Many problems arise from improper use of technology; and it
would be unwise not even to consider the advances that modern plant breeding has been
making. Yet, there is a fundamental mismatch between agri-culture that is a part of life and
meant to provide for a community, working with ecological processes to achieve a good
harvest, and an industrial agri-business that aims to make a profit at every step, controlling
food production from seed to supermarket.
In particular when considering the challenges that climate change is likely to bring,
the different orientations are highly influential: industrial agriculture aims to maximize
profits through a supposed efficiency that tries to control the conditions of production. Rather
than supporting soil fertility, for example, mineral fertilizer is employed. The result
(especially when also used not quite properly) is reactive nitrogen that is detrimental to
ecosystems and human health (Galloway et al. 2003), and a loss of soil carbon which has
been contributing to climate change. It is also a part of this technology of production that
single high-yield varieties are employed. Given the right growing conditions – irrigation,
fertilizer, pesticides – these produce very well. Under more difficult conditions, however,
intercropping of different, locally-adapted varieties/landraces is likely to produce a harvest in
all but the worst situations; organic agriculture has been shown to be able to produce higher
yields than conventional agriculture under extreme conditions (Lotter, Seidel, Liebhart 2003).
Given that such less-than-ideal conditions are likely to occur more often in a world the
climate of which has been changing, approaches less focused on profitability/production
alone and more on resilience and adaptability are sorely needed.
A consideration is also that of health in the more usual sense. Agriculture does not
just provide calories, nutrition is a major factor for human well-being. This is commonly
missing in the argument of a growing population needing a further intensification of food
production. Much of the needed increase in production comes from changes in diets as
populations – such as those of China – become comparatively richer and increase their
consumption of meat. The connection to climate change, here, is not just provided through
the interaction between increased use of petrochemicals in intensifying production and
increasing emissions. Also, livestock contributes to climate change through the carbon
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released from animals. This has received a lot of attention as a study found that 18% of total
contributions of greenhouse gases came from the raising of livestock, more than the
contribution of transport (FAO 2006; plus, there are other negative effects on the
environment). First of all, however, it makes a difference whether these "emissions" come
from carbon – plant material – produced with petrochemicals. In this case, carbon is added to
the atmosphere which did not use to be there during the last millennia, raising the total level.
Livestock raised in more traditional ways, such as grass-fed beef, on the other hand, "emits"
only carbon which is already circulating between atmosphere and land/plants. Moreover, if
human health is considered, such traditional ways of raising animals tends to be better
(except on the basis of profitability, the way this is usually measured). Culture is also a (often
overlooked) issue at work here. Meat consumption has been held in high esteem, but that
does not mean that it is adamant to change. Healthier and at the same time more climateconscious ways of eating could gain support through public education somewhat quickly. At
least it would appear so if they appealed to the sense of purpose and pleasure that food can
provide more strongly, and sounded less like sanctimonious speeches moralizing about meat
and responsibility. After all, some food choices around the world have been changing rather
quickly – on the one hand, towards fast food, on the other hand, towards "Slow Food."
Ecological Security: The Case of Energy
A common warning about climate change is the impact it could have on entire regions and
their populations. Increasingly, environmental issues emerge as the major drivers of the
security landscape (cp. Pirages & DeGeest 2003). Environmental collapse could lead to mass
migration – and actually, Myers (2001) estimates that there were 25 million "environmental
refugees" worldwide in 1995 already. The ultimate reasons for their displacement are
environmental problems such as flood, drought, desertification, or soil erosion, i.e. conditions
which, it is widely feared, will be exacerbated by climate change (cp. the IPCC Reports, for
example). Furthermore, changing weather patterns are near certain to disrupt agriculture
severely, imperiling a food supply that already seems hard-pressed to produce enough for a
large, and still-growing, world population. (There are actually qualifications to this statement
as the effects of culture, for example, are usually taken as a completely independent, not
changeable factor.)
Understandably, there is no positive side to this issue in and of itself. Mitigation of
further climate change and measures to adapt would have the good effect of (hopefully)
preventing such extreme social disruptions; finding any truly positive side to it is all but
impossible, however. One aspect is noteworthy, nonetheless: Even within all the political
wrangling about the proper phrasing of climate change treaties, countries would be united in
not wanting such extreme problems to materialize. Many warnings sound the alarm that the
environment is not just an issue for rich countries and people to worry about in their spare
time, but rather a matter of life and death and a (inter)national security threat. What one has
to notice is that such extreme predictions – even if there are already climate refugees – don't
have to be a constant barrage of increasing urgency in order to motivate people and
politicians. Rather, they approach the effect of thoughts about death ("mortality salience"),
which causes people to think and act more conservatively, even less future-oriented (cp.
Schimel et al. 1999). The Stern Review (Stern 2006), for example, is almost strictly
economic, but in going into detail and arguing forcefully about the negative effect climate
change will have on economic growth as well as the economics of adaptation measures, it has
been highly influential. When and where threats to security could be avoided through
multiply-functional solutions which, at the same time at which they combat climate change
effects also serve to provide economic or other advantage, however, warnings and visions can
come together in ways which are motivating. Some of these aspects, as they pertain to
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alternative energy, have been mentioned already. However, as many people have become
aware of thanks to the Iraq War, the dependence of industrialized and developing countries
alike on fossil fuel resources which are getting scarcer and which are located in only a few
regions of the world is a possible danger to national and international security. And in most
of the discussions surrounding that, it is mainly considered how the Middle East is not quite
as friendly towards the US as they might like from a region they depend on, or how the
waterways through which China also gets its oil from this same region are controlled by the
US navy. The possibility that the extreme weather events predicted from climate change
would cause disruption are not usually paid attention when discussing whether or not to
invest in alternative energy. Even in more local situations within regions, even within and
between the USA and Canada, however, there have been examples of how severe weather
(and other problems) cause blackouts. Europe has seen heat waves which led to thousands of
deaths, and caused disruptions to the energy infrastructure, too, as nuclear power plants, for
example, had to shut down because the river water used for cooling had become too warm for
it to be used. "Soft" energy paths have been suggested for decades; increasingly it can be seen
that localization and diversification, for example, would make energy provision – and with it,
probably the world – more secure (cf. Li 2005) and more affluent, as well as be a measure
against climate change and other environmental problems.
Agency, Work and Competitiveness
The climate change challenge to the economy offers itself to a "marketing perspective for
environmentalism" (as suggested by Gail Whiteman, 1999, for example). Progress falters
because of concern over the economy, and this voice has been strong since the beginning not
just of the debate on climate change, but even of environmentalism. From another
perspective, however, it is a chance for entrepreneurial approaches which could re-invigorate
the economy and fulfill the human need to feel agency. What is needed is a different way of
producing energy, creating goods, and even, to some extent, of making money. At the very
least, stability rather than the quick buck would have to be the orientation – and it is a goal
that has received a new ring of promise after the greed and financial games that led to the
present recession. With alternative energies, for example, the popular image is that of Silicon
Valley at the beginning of the computer revolution. Interestingly, not only the USA's culture
of entrepreneurialism seems well-suited to take on this challenge, and with a little more
support – which is growing – taking it on in order to make money and do good before
problems such as climate change force change upon us. China is in a situation where it has
long been necessary to find chances for development through creative solutions using the
possibilities at hand which could likely be translated into a movement towards energy
independence and other forms of sustainable development. Given the need for employment,
the possibilities that "green-collar jobs" in retrofitting for less energy use and the like offer
are increasingly promising. It is not only employment alone that counts. It is one of our basic
needs that we have to feel that we are somewhat in control over our lives. The rise in
popularity that cooking and gardening has been experiencing is probably due, at least in part,
to the effect it has on such feelings of agency (in addition to the pleasure of producing food,
knowing where it comes from, and – as is more important in a place like China, where such
small-scale agriculture is still widespread – saving some money while providing food that is
as safe as the grower can make it be). Again, the changes that are necessary to combat or
adapt to climate change and work towards a wider transformation to sustainability, in
technology, economy, and private life, can be interpreted only as problematic and dangerous,
or could be presented as a challenge to which everybody can contribute in meaningful ways.
Competence, especially at activities which are of positive influence to life, provides intrinsic
satisfaction, and the behaviors that help to protect the future would be especially valuable in
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this regard (De Young 2000). Energy and food continue to be the best examples, as both are
not only large, abstract systems seemingly removed from daily life choices, but in fact
intimately connected with what we do each day. Food choices and habits which impact
energy use can be changed by individuals, and are a contribution to both how these sectors
work, and how well we live our lives. Of course, contributions will differ from individual to
individual, and larger changes are necessary as well. Most importantly, however, such
approaches could be used by governments in order to improve their citizens' well-being and
economic conditions, or independently of such support through NGO campaigns, as they
have been.
The Social Capital of Nations
Within countries, the people, their education, and reactions to future challenges are a great,
and rather undervalued, capital. Along with economic and military strength, countries
increasingly hold a political position that is also based on the perception other countries'
citizens have of them, a social capital. In the present climate talks "on the road to
Copenhagen," the images that countries want to project of themselves could hold increasing
importance. The USA under the new administration of Barack Obama obviously want to
present themselves as a partner in multilateral (or at the very least, with the talk about a "G2"
of the USA and China, bilateral) relations. China, too, has been showing its reappearance on
the world stage rather more strongly than ever before. Domestic issues are still, when in
doubt, more important than the world's view, but China certainly does want to be seen as an
equal partner. Consequently, neither of those countries would want to give the appearance
that they are blocking the negotiations for a successor treaty of the Kyoto protocol. More
importantly, if a race towards alternative energies and the like were started, it would not only
change the economy towards sustainability. More importantly in the short term, it would
likely become a process of a "race to the top" in which countries had to participate if they are
not to be seen as backwards and lose out on economic competitiveness.
Conclusion
Looking at the challenge of climate change from different perspective, especially centering
on human needs and political necessities, the discourse can quite easily be changed. Many
groups are working on that, which makes it all the more unfortunate that science – not only
but particularly as far as can be seen from reports – is focused much more strongly on ever
closer details rather than on connecting insights from different of its branches and translating
them into suggestions and practices which are meaningful to entrepreneurs, politicians and
the public. Much more, both research and practical implementation, has to be done to achieve
progress both in the discourse on climate change and in sustainability practice. Whether
modeling impending climate catastrophes and hoping their prediction will spur into action, or
marketing the economic potential of a transformation of society to sustainability, one thing is
abundantly clear: Politics are a major influence on the economy and, maybe less so, on
society, not least due to government spending. In shaping infrastructure projects, government
expenses, and policy shaping the conditions under which companies operate, climate change
treaties in which countries agree to emissions reductions hold great influence. Ultimately,
however, it is not just on politics to work towards a transformation to sustainability, it is how
we live and how we make a living that will decide whether climate change – and all the other
challenges we face – will be a catastrophe or a chance to find ways of satisfying human
needs, as universal as they are and as different as different people want them to be realized, in
ways which make it possible for all of humanity to live good lives. Waiting for politics to put
change into law is equally as misguided as thinking that it is the role of science only to
provide ever better information; it takes a new drive towards wisdom.
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